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ensign and some Italian societies' flags. The staffs of these flags
were provided with vanes to make them drop straight and stick
their steel points into the ice. They all stood upright on the pack,
the light breeze we had come to know so well harely lifting the
banners.
The engines were started at half-speed, and for an hour or more
we circled over the Pole at a low altitude—three hundred feet. There
was really nothing to see—ice, ridged by pressure, fewer leads in it
perhaps, but no doubt drifting and eddying like all the rest of the
pack. Since all directions now were south, the setting of a course to
Alaska was a matter of angles—twelve degrees to the left of the
meridian that brought us up from Europe. We set the sun compass
for this track and at 2.30 a.m. started full-speed south.
And now Amundsen had his little joke with me. He said I had
celebrated my birthday prematurely. The moment we left the
North Pole on the Point Barrow meridian we were in Alaska time.
It was no longer 2.30 a.m., May 12, but 3.30 p.m., May n. We had
the afternoon and evening of May n to live over again. The sun,
which an hour before had been in the north-east, starting its southern
swing that brought official day, was now in the west, beginning
its night phase in the north. Though I had already celebrated two
hours and a half of my forty-sixth birthday, I still had to wait
nearly nine hours for it to begin.
Another point I should mention is the behaviour of the magnetic
compass when navigating across the North Pole. Many people sup-
pose that a magnetic compass is of no use at the North Pole, but
that is not true. The magnetic attraction for the needle is weak;
but, fortunately for polar navigation, the Geographic Pole is almost
as far away from the Magnetic Pole as is Spitsbergen. On the route
up from Kings Bay the compass points from west to south-west
At the Pole itself the variation is, of course, 180°, the needle point-
ing due south on a meridian of north-eastern Canada. From the
Pole to Alaska the compass points south-east and east.
I should also note that on the charts of the Arctic and Antarctic,
where men have never been, the isogonics, or lines of magnetic
variation, are drawn from theory. Nevertheless, though on the
known parts of the globe services are continually in the field
measuring variation and keeping track of its changes, Riiser-Larsen

